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Chilean President Ricardo Lagos, whose 19-month-old government is struggling with a sluggish
economy and high unemployment, faced his first major political test in legislative elections Dec. 16,
in which all 120 lower-house seats were at stake as well as 18 of the 38 elected Senate seats.
The governing Concertacion de los Partidos de la Democracia coalition saw its majority in the lower
house narrowed from 20 to six seats and lost its one-vote advantage in the Senate. The Concertacion,
which includes the Partido Socialista (PS), the Partido por la Democracia (PPD), the Partido Radical
Socialdemocrata (PRSD), and the Partido Democracia Cristiana (PDC), has governed Chile since
former dictator Gen. Augusto Pinochet (1973-1990) stepped down in 1990. The elections reduced the
Concertacion's 70-50 majority in the lower house to 63-57.
In the Senate, the Concertacion will have 20 seats, while the rightist Alianza por Chile the Union
Democrata Independiente (UDI) and Renovacion Nacional (RN) will have 18. Another nine Senate
seats are appointees, plus one senator for life, former President Eduardo Frei (1994-2000). Pinochet,
who was also a senator for life, was suspended from the Senate during the unsuccessful attempts to
try him for human rights violations during his dictatorship (see NotiSur, 2000-08-11).
The Concertacion obtained 47.9% of the votes, down slightly from the 50% it received in legislative
elections four years ago. The opposition Alianza took 44.3% of the vote, up from 36.3% in 1997.
Within the Alianza, the more moderate RN, which captured 18% of the vote, lost ground to the farright UDI, which went from 14.5% in 1997 to 25.2%. The UDI has now replaced the PDC as Chile's
largest party. The remaining votes went to minor parties, such as the Partido Comunista de Chile
(PCCh), whose 5.2% was barely above the 5% required to maintain legal status. The party had hoped
for the first time since the return to democracy to win one or two seats in Congress through an
agreement with the PS (2001- 07-27).
Gladys Marin, secretary-general of the party, was bitter that the elections did not result in finally
putting someone from the party in the legislature. "In this country, 11 years after the fall of Pinochet,
what is growing is the right, and it amazes me that others don't see this," said Marin.

Both groups claim victory
"The Concertacion won, but...," read the headline in El Metropolitano newspaper the day after
the elections. Both sides called the election a victory, with members of the Concertacion saying
the results showed confidence in the government despite Chile's economic troubles. "This is an
excellent performance," said PPD president Guido Girardi. "We obtained almost 49% of the vote
if you add to it the vote of our independent candidates. Considering the difficult situation the
country's going through, this is an enormous success for the government."
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"We are the government and we are the majority," said Lagos. "But the country wants more
efficiency and more commitment....We will continue fighting for a more just country." The president
said he would move forward with plans to overhaul the public health system and pass a divorce
law opposed by the right and the Catholic Church. Also on Lagos' agenda are plans to reform
the Constitution crafted by Pinochet. The administration wants to remove clauses considered
undemocratic, including one prohibiting the president from firing top military commanders. Lagos
said, however, that his immediate concern was to create jobs to reduce the 9.7% unemployment rate,
considered a contributing factor to the gains by the opposition.
"In Chile, there are now two blocs with similar, solid popular support," said opposition leader and
Santiago mayor Joaquin Lavin. "This election shows that our alliance is a real alternative to win the
election four years from now." Lavin, who lost a close runoff race to Lagos in January 2000, has made
clear he intends to take another shot at the presidency. Lavin called for the president and parliament
to work together. "The people are saying, 'End political fighting, end bickering, let's get together
and do what we have to do overcome unemployment and crime,'" he told supporters.

Lagos hurt by economic downturn
Lagos took office March 11, 2000, after defeating Lavin in the runoff with 51.3% of the vote to
Lavin's 48.7% (see NotiSur, 2000-01-21, 2000-03-17). In municipal elections seven months later,
the Concertacion took 52.1% of the vote, while the Alianza took 40.1% (see NotiSur, 2000-11-03).
Lagos has been hampered by two major problems, neither of his making. A slowdown in the world
economy caused export prices for copper and wood products to fall, which limited his ability to
address social problems. Unemployment has increased during the last two years, and the economy
will achieve only 3% growth this year far below the decade-long average growth of 7% in the 1990s.
In addition, the long judicial process to force Pinochet to stand trial for human rights violations
made Lagos' relations with the still powerful military tense. At least in part because of those factors,
Lagos' achievements have been modest. The military has not kept the commitment it made last year
to account for people who disappeared during the dictatorship, and critics say Lagos has not been
forceful enough in pressuring the high command. Improvements in health care, promised by Lagos
during his campaign, have not taken place.
Reform of the Constitution to remove its "authoritarian enclaves" and complete the transition to
democracy have stalled. Lagos' Cabinet members often seem to lack a clear and united vision,
often publicly espousing divergent policies. A plus for Lagos is that with no more elections until
December 2005, the political landscape should be stable, and he can hope to implement a good part
of his program.

Alianza por Chile makes significant gains
RN president Sebastian Pinera commended the UDI for its exceptional showing in the elections,
but stressed that credit for the success belonged to the entire Alianza. Once almost exclusively
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identified with the wealthier sector of Chilean society and an unabashed supporter of Pinochet's
military regime, the UDI has more recently focused on grassroots organizing, increasing its support
among the working class and the poor. It has also consistently criticized the Lagos administration,
particularly its inability to stop the economic slowdown. While the UDI said it was prepared to
cooperate with the government, the strengthened opposition could make it more difficult for Lagos
to pass his key legislation, especially any constitutional reforms.
UDI president Pablo Longueira said his party was "willing to collaborate to solve the problems that
affect the country." He said the Alianza would meet with the government in the coming days to
propose a national plan to generate jobs. However, Longueira rejected any hope of changing the
electoral system under which a party must double the vote of its opponent to win both seats in a
district. This means that if a party takes 62.6% of the vote in a district, and another party takes 37.4%,
each party wins one seat in Congress.
The system effectively shuts out smaller parties. PDC loses ground If the UDI gained the most in
the elections, the PDC was the biggest loser. It slipped from its 1997 level of 23% of the vote to 19%,
losing two Senate seats and 14 seats in the lower house. The PDC not only lost it position as the
nation's largest party, it was displaced as the leader within the Concertacion by the PS-PPD-PRSD
bloc. The progressive wing of the Concertacion took 23% of the vote.
"The DC is pained and disconcerted with the percentage and number of legislators that it appears
to have elected," said PDC leader and former President Patricio Aylwin (1990- 1994) on Dec. 17.
Gutemberg Martinez, the party's campaign coordinator, said, however, that the drop was to be
expected after almost 12 years as the main faction within the Concertacion.
Despite his party's losses, PDC Sen. Alejandro Foxley was optimistic that the administration could
accomplish the goals it has set. "We are going to have a free-trade accord with the US, we will push
through a bill on reforms to the health system that has been agreed to in parliament, and we will
give a boost to the economy," he said.
On Dec. 17, the seven DC Cabinet ministers offered their resignations, but Lagos declined to accept.
Lagos needs to keep the DC in the Concertacion Sociologist Jose Joaquin Bruner said the election
changed the balance among the parties of the Concertacion, as well as between the Concertacion
and the Alianza. He said this puts the Concertacion parties on a more equal footing and makes it
more necessary for them to cooperate and find common ground. The conservative wing of the DC
has never been comfortable with more left-leaning parties in the coalition, and fought to prevent
Lagos from being the Concertacion's candidate for president.
"Lagos should give the DC a higher profile so he doesn't lose them from the Concertacion," said
political scientist Ricardo Israel. "Chile would only change politically if there were an alliance
between the RN and the DC." He said such an alliance could have the power to go up against
both the UDI and the Concertacion, and it could thwart Lavin's presidential aspirations. "It will be
important to know what tack the government will take and when it will begin to take it, as well as to
know if the UDI will take the road of confrontation or negotiation," Israel said.
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